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WHAT'’S THE BIG IDEA?
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Dr Amantha Imber

two minutes warms up the creative thinking part of the brain, so if we
ask people to generate five solutionsSintwo minutes, they not only get

to know each other, but also get that part of the

“It only takes two minutes to warm up
the creative thinking part of the brain, so
if we ask people to generate five solutions
in two minutes, they not only get to know
each other, but they get that part of the
brain warmed up.” She warns against
traditional ice-breakers like telling people
about yourself and having the other person
introduce you, saying it is an immediate
turn-off and can short-circuit creative
thinking for the rest of the session.

Fox's new book Da Vinci and the 40
Answers is based on a story of Soviet
scientists in the 1950s, who in looking for
new methodology on creativity, received
a grant from the navy to look at 300,000
patents. Of those, they found that there
were really only 1,500 problems being
dealt with and they could all be solved
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with 40 different solutions. Fox encourages
companies and individuals to look at
problems not for their individual attributes,
but through specific “lenses” that have
been proven over time to generate new
ideas. He also says the notion that “policy
doesn't allow that” should not be an
excuse. In his experience, the policy is often
outdated or misinterpreted.

Coming at idea generation from another
angle, Dr Imber explains: “What we do
is give people easy-to-use and practical
tools they can use in the office that are
based on what we know is scientifically
proven to increase creative thinking ability.
We want to talk about how to generate
great ideas more effectively, how to make
better decisions about these ideas, how to
influence people in an effective

brain warmed up

way, and the psychological biases that
humans have.”

These tools even without leadership
support, she says, are simple enough that

individual teams can use them to approach

discussions and solve problems.

Scientific research on human response
and behaviour and the experts in the
field agree that there is a significant link
between physical surroundings and
creativity, or lack thereof. Having been

through hundreds of offices, Dr Imber says:

“in a majority of cases, they are working

in stock standard, white-walled cubicles.
At that point, one of the first things we
talk about are simple changes that can be
made to provoke creativity. Warm colours

like orange and yellow have been proven
to make people feel happier, increasing the
amount of dopamine in the brain, which is
responsible for information flowing

more freely,” she explains. This leads to
greater creativity.

Nature scenes — be it a view or a poster —
are also helpful in creating the right mood.
Dr Imber says that, while it might seem
counter-intuitive, “distractions promote
creativity. That could mean exposed piping
or different pictures on the wall, but it's
very important.” Her team brings second-
hand toys and brain-teaser puzzles for
people to play with during her seminars to
tap into the part of the brain that is not as
regularly used.

Another tool recommended by Fox is
infusing an event or seminar with people
that have nothing to do with the company
or business. “One-third of the audience
should be people who know nothing
about what you do,” he says. The additional
perspectives will force people to think
outside of their comfort zone.

And, this doesn’t mean hiring
people for the day.
“Look outside the
window to the
company across
the street. Invite
some of their
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employees to your session to bring fresh
minds into your group. Offer to do the
same for that company at a later date. They
may not be familiar with the details of your
industry, but there’s no company which
can't relate to budget issues, or a difficult
client. New people change the ambiance
entirely,” says Fox.

Above all, Fox and Dr Imber place
emphasis on having an open mind. With all
parties engaged and interested in learning
and applying tools to come up with new
ideas and approaches to problems, events,
seminars and everyday tasks in the office
can be tackled with creativity and
innovation, a key to the future of
any organisation.
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